Executive Summary/ Overview

The 305(b) Process

Section 305(b) of the Federal Clean Water Act (CWA) requires each state to assess the
health of their surface waters and submit biennial reports describing the water quality conditions
to the USEPA. This 305(b) process is the principal means by which states, EPA, and the public
evaluate water quality, the progress made in maintaining and restoring water quality, and the

extent to which problems remain.

Water Quality Assessments

Section 305(b) of the CWA requires that states assess their water quality for attainment of
the fishable and swimmable goals of the CWA. The state is to measure attainment of the CWA
goals by determining how well the waters support their designated uses. For the purpose of this
report, assessments are made on the following individual designated uses: aquatic life,
swimming, drinking water, fish consumption and shellfishing. The data used to generate the
information for this 2004 report are generally from 1998 through 2002, however, some data
collected during 2003 were available for incorporation as well.

Waterbodies, or segment of waterbodies, are evaluated to determine the level of use
support attainment by comparing water quality data with the appropriate criteria for each
designated use. One of the following four levels of use support attainment is assigned to the
waterbody or water segment: fully supporting, fully supporting but threatened, partially
supporting, or not supporting. Due to a potential terminology conflict associated with the
application of the fully supporting but threatened category, this category was only applied to the

assessment for one waterbody, a drinking water reservoir, at the request of the Department of



Health. Partially supporting and not supporting assessment determinations are considered
impairments.

Assessments to determine use support can be either "monitored assessments™ based on
recent monitoring data or "evaluated assessments" based on qualitative information or
monitoring information which is more than 5 years old. In situations where the water quality
information is more than 10 years old, the waterbody is generally considered not assessed.

In the assessments, the pollutants and other stressors (causes) that contribute to the actual
or threatened impairment of designated uses in a waterbody or waterbody segment are listed if
information allows. In addition, the sources, or activities, facilities, or conditions that contribute,
or may contribute pollutants or stressors resulting in impairment of designated uses in a
waterbody, are also listed if information is available. In general, the actual sources of
impairment are not determined until a TMDL (Total Maximum Daily Load) is conducted on the
waterbody. As such, most of the sources noted in this report are just potential sources. Common
causes of non-support include metals, pathogens and nutrients. Potential major sources include
municipal and industrial discharges, CSOs, and nonpoint sources such as stormwater runoff and
failed septic systems.

Please note that refinements in the state's total waters and individual waterbody size
estimates continued with this report. More accurate RIGIS estimates at a scale of 1:24,000 have
been incorporated into the 2004 assessment database and report. In addition, more waterbodies
(lakes and rivers) have been added to the assessment database. These refinements which
changed the individual waterbody sizes, may significantly alter the various percentiles calculated
in this report relative to previous reports. In other words, differences in percentiles between

reports may simply be a factor of updated waterbody size estimates and not necessarily due to



changes in monitoring effort, water pollution or other similar water quality reasons. Estimating
trends is therefore, difficult to conduct at this time.

As noted in Section I11.C., the methodology utilized for determination of use support
status has been slightly modified for this report. Much data used in previous assessments is now
more than ten years old or was originally only based on Best Professional Judgement (BPJ).
Some of these areas are considered "not assessed" for this report. This will give a more accurate
representation of the waters in the state for which we have data and the areas where monitoring
is needed. In addition, a process of extrapolating an assessment from a monitored site to an
upstream or downstream site, as appropriate, was more fully initiated with this report. This may
have led to considering several previously “not assessed” sites to now assessed but with

evaluated data.

River Assessments

Approximately 38% (570 miles) of the 1,498 river miles (total river miles at 1:24,000
scale) in Rhode Island have been assessed for this report. The majority of unassessed river miles
in general include the many small headwater streams and rivers of the state. Of the river miles
assessed (570 miles), 75% (429 miles) are considered monitored while approximately 25% (141
miles) are considered evaluated.

Approximately 66% (374 miles) of the state's rivers and streams assessed, fully support
all of their designated uses. Approximately 34 % (196 miles) of the river miles assessed are
considered impaired for one or more uses.

Data was available to assess 457 river miles for swimming use support. The data showed
that 72% (324.5 miles) fully support the swimming use, and approximately 29% (132 miles) are

considered impaired for swimming use. Data was available to assess 539 river miles for aquatic



life use support. The data showed that 75% (406.5 miles) of the river miles assessed fully
support aquatic life needs. Just over 24% (132 miles) are considered impaired for aquatic life
uses.

Data was available to assess 7.72 river miles for fish consumption use support.

This represents the portion of the Woonasquatucket River from below Smithfield to the
confluence with the Moshassuck River where the RIDOH has issued a no fish
consumption advisory. This 7.72 river miles is considered impaired for fish consumption
use.

The most significant causes of non-support for rivers and streams are biodiversity
impacts, pathogens, heavy metals (especially Cu and Pb), low DO and nutrients. In the majority
of cases there is not enough data to link the causes of non-support to actual sources of the
pollutant. Potential sources of non-support are, however, noted to include point sources (CSOs,
municipal and industrial discharges), nonpoint sources (urban runoff/storm sewers, septic
systems), and natural sources (wildlife and waterfowl).

Fifty-two (52) rivers reviewed for this report are located within Drinking Water Supply
systems. These 52 rivers represent 113 river miles. Almost all of these rivers are considered
unassessed for drinking water use. This is because the Department of Health only requires water
quality data, to evaluate the source water, to be collected from the terminal reservoir of the
system. The terminal reservoir is the location of the intake pumps. In general, sampling
conducted elsewhere in the system has been determined by the DOH to be too limited in scope to
use in conducting a drinking water use assessment. The 4.04 river miles assessed, fully support

the drinking water use.



Lake Assessments

Eighty percent (16,742 acres) of the 20,917 acres of lakes in Rhode Island have been
assessed for this report. Of the lake acres assessed, approximately 68% (11,331.5 acres) are
considered monitored and approximately 32% (5,410.76 acres) are considered evaluated.

Approximately 78% (13,042.6 acres) of lake acres assessed fully support all designated
uses and 0.03% (<5 acres) assessed fully support all designated uses but are considered
threatened. Approximately 22% of lake acres assessed (3,695 acres) do not support their uses
and are considered impaired for one or more uses.

Data was available to assess 14,723 lake acres for swimming use support. The data
indicated that most lake acres fully support their swimming use (95%, 13,931 lake acres).
Approximately 5% (791 acres) of lake acres assessed are considered impaired for the swimming
use.

Data was available to assess 15,663 lake acres for aquatic life use support.
Approximately 80% of the lake acres assessed (12,514 acres) fully support aquatic life needs.
Approximately 20% (3,209acres) of lake acres assessed are impaired for aquatic life uses.

The RI Department of Health has issued an advisory of no consumption of fish from four
ponds in the state. These four ponds total approximately 503 acres.

Forty-two (42) lakes assessed are used as drinking water supply sources. This represents
7,813 acres associated with the drinking water supply systems. Of these 7,813 acres, 5,484 acres
(70%) are considered assessed for drinking water use for this report. The remaining 2,329 lake
acres, or 30% were considered not assessed for drinking water use support. In general these
2,329 acres represent portions of the drinking water supply system that are upstream of the
terminal reservoir. The terminal reservoir is the location within the drinking water supply

system where the Department of Health requires the water samples to be collected. Some of



these upstream waters are not monitored or have only limited monitoring and are, therefore,
considered unassessed for drinking water use in this report. Ninety-nine percent (5,424 acres) of
the drinking water supply lake acres assessed were found to be fully supporting, and less than
1% (<5 acres) of the lake acres assessed fully support drinking water uses but are threatened.
Approximately 1% (55 acres) of drinking water supply lake acres assessed are considered
impaired for the drinking water use.

For lakes and ponds, the major causes of non-support are high bacteria and nutrient levels
and low dissolved oxygen. Another major cause of non-support in terms of total acreage
effected, is from metals. Major sources of non-support in lakes and ponds are mainly from
nonpoint source impacts such as urban and stormwater runoff. Agriculture, septic systems and
flow modification are suspected sources of non-support in lakes.

Trophic classifications are provided for 170 lakes, covering a surface area of 17,865
acres. Of these, 88 are publicly-owned lakes/ponds which cover a surface area of 8,763 acres.
Four publicly-owned lakes are classified as hypereutrophic, ten lakes are classified as eutrophic,
34 are considered to be within the mesotrophic range and 17 are considered to be oligotrophic.
Trophic status is unknown for 18 lakes and the rest of the public lakes (5) fall between several
trophic classifications. These classifications are based on recent (1999 - 2002) Watershed Watch

volunteer monitoring data.

Estuarine and Coastal Shoreline Assessments

All of the 156.29 square miles of estuarine waters were reviewed for this report. Over
99% (156.23 square miles) of the estuarine waters have enough data to be considered assessed
for this report. Of those assessed areas, 99% (154.42 square miles) are considered monitored and

approximately 1% (1.8 square miles) are considered evaluated. It is important to note that the



large percent of estuarine waters considered assessed (99%, 154.42 square miles) are, to a large
degree, only monitored for pathogens by the RIDEM Shellfish Monitoring Program. Therefore,
the majority of Rhode Island’s estuarine waters have current monitoring data for pathogens to
assess for swimming and shellfishing use support status. Recent dissolved oxygen surveys have
been conducted throughout the Bay. While the data is limited it has been used to assess for
aquatic life use support status.

Just over 69% (108.66 square miles) of the estuarine waters assessed fully support all
uses. Approximately 30% (47.57 square miles) of the estuarine waters assessed are considered
impaired for one or more uses.

Data was available to assess 155.7 square miles of estuarine waters for swimming use.
Most estuarine waters assessed support their swimming uses (90%, 140.3 square miles).
Approximately 10% (15.45 square miles) of the estuarine waters assessed are considered
impaired for the swimming use due to violations of fecal coliform criteria.

Data was available to assess 116.47 square miles of estuarine waters for aquatic life use.
The majority of estuarine waters assessed fully support aquatic life needs (64%, 74.6 square
miles). Approximately 36% (42 square miles) are impaired for aquatic life uses.

The estuarine waters classified as SA and SA{b} are designated for shellfishing uses.
Excluding Rhode Island Sound and Block Island Sound, this represents approximately 132
square miles. Data was available to assess 131.4 square miles of SA and SA{b} waters for their
shellfishing use support status. The majority of class SA and SA{b} waters (79%, 104.3 square
miles) fully support the shellfishing use. Partial support of the shellfishing use occurs in
approximately 16% (20.5 square miles) of the estuarine waters. In general, this 20.5 square

miles encompasses areas with a seasonal or conditional shellfish closure associated with it.



Approximately 5% (6.6 square miles) of the Class SA and SA{b} estuarine waters are
permanently closed to shellfishing and are considered not supporting the shellfishing use.

The major impacts on designated uses for the estuarine waters of Rhode Island are
due to bacterial contamination, low dissolved oxygen and nutrient enrichment. The
major sources of bacterial contamination are due to combined sewer overflows (CSOs).
CSOs, urban runoff and point source discharges are sources of the nutrient enrichment
and low dissolved oxygen problem in the Bay. This water quality problem, while not
fully characterized, indicates that nutrients are linked to adverse impacts of reduced
dissolved oxygen levels.

Rhode Island has 78.62 coastal shoreline miles. The coastal shoreline is defined
as a line along the coast from Westerly to Point Judith, up to the mouth of the Narrow
(Pettaquamscutt) River, across to Beavertail on Jamestown, across to Brenton Point in
Newport and along the Newport coast to Sachuest Point, across to Sakonnet Point in
Little Compton and along the coast in Little Compton to the Rhode Island/Massachusetts
border. Bacteria data was available to assess the entire coastal shoreline for swimming
and shellfishing use support status. All 78.62 miles were assessed as fully supporting

both swimming and shellfishing uses.

Wetlands

Freshwater and coastal wetlands encompass approximately 18.4% of Rhode
Island’s landscape (127,721 acres). There are approximately 111,893 acres of freshwater
and 15,828 acres of estuarine and marine wetland and deepwater habitats in the State,
excluding the waters of the Narragansett Bay and the Pawcatuck River estuary (RIGIS

1988). Rhode Island’s wetlands have been regulated and protected by state and federal



statutes for nearly 30 years. The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, with the assistance of
the other federal resource protection agencies, namely, the U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and the National Marine Fisheries Service,
implement Section 404 of the Clean Water Act (33 U.S.C. 1341 and 1344) and Section
10 of the Rivers and Harbors Act of 1899 (33 U.S.C. 403). Since 1971, the Department
of Environmental Management (DEM) has implemented the Rhode Island Freshwater
Wetlands Act (R.1.G.L. 2-1-18 et seq.). The Coastal Resources Management Council has
been the designated agency for implementation of the federal Coastal Zone Management
Act and regulates wetlands alteration in disputed coastal areas. DEM also implements
Section 401 of the federal Clean Water Act. These statutes and accompanying
regulations consistently require that applicants avoid and minimize alteration of
freshwater and coastal wetlands. Efforts to improve the permitting process remains a
DEM priority with implementation of the Governor’s Wetland Task Force
recommendations a primary focus of activity.

Rhode Island does not have statewide data on historic freshwater or coastal
wetland loss. Historic losses can be attributed predominantly to urbanization,
transportation projects and residential development. Data generated by DEM since 1998
indicates that the extent of permitted freshwater wetland loss is kept to a minimum
through DEM’s wetland regulatory programs. Unauthorized losses are higher and a
compliance program is considered essential to deterring and reversing such losses
through restorations.

Programs to advance wetland restoration have been expanded. The R.l. Coastal
and Estuary Habitat Restoration Program was established in 2002 and has distributed

grants to facilitate the design and construction of selected projects. Work to promote



freshwater wetland and riparian buffer protection has also been undertaken. The State of
Rhode Island and federal and local partners are collaborating on other proactive wetland
protection initiatives: south shore coastal habitat inventory, wetland acquisitions, vernal
pool identification and protection, among others. Rhode Island does not currently
monitor the ecological health of wetlands, but has undertaken a project to develop a
bioassessment program for wetlands in R.I. Recommendations will be integrated into the

state monitoring strategy.

Plan for Achieving Comprehensive Assessments

EPA has established a goal of comprehensively characterizing the waters of each
state using a variety of sampling designs targeted to the condition of, and goals for, the
waters. Over the past two years, DEM has developed a draft surface water monitoring
strategy designed to support comprehensive assessment of Rhode Island’s waters. When
fully implemented it will support comprehensive assessment of all designated uses of
surface waters by 2020. All waters would be assessed for aquatic life , recreational and

shellfishing uses, as designated, by 2010.

Water Pollution Control Program

Efforts to promote watershed-based management of the state’s water resources
were strengthened in 2004 via legislative action. Following the fish kill in Greenwich
Bay and increased beach closures in 2003, management of Narragansett Bay and its
watersheds has been institutionalized with the creation of a Coordination Team and
associated advisory committees. Accompanying this effort was the establishment of the

R.1. Environmental Monitoring Collaborative which will develop a comprehensive
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monitoring program to support adaptive management of the Bay as well as the state’s
watersheds.

The Office of Water Resources (OWR) implements water pollution control
programs through its two sections: Surface Water Protection and Groundwater and
Wetlands Protection. Fundamental to surface water protection is the state’s Water
Quiality Standards Program. This program ensures compliance with various provisions of
the Federal Clean Water Act (CWA). Its purpose is to restore, preserve, and enhance the
water quality of Rhode Island waters, to maintain existing uses and to protect the waters
from pollutants so that the waters shall, where possible, be fishable and swimmable, and
be available for all designated uses and thus assure protection for the public health
welfare, and the environment. These objectives are implemented through the water
quality standards which are a fundamental element of the state’s Water Quality
Regulations. The water quality standards are developed to define water quality goals for
the state’s waters by deciding what their uses will be (designated uses) and by setting
criteria necessary to protect those uses. In addition to establishing water quality goals for
state waters, surface water quality standards also serve as the regulatory basis for the
establishment of water-quality-based treatment controls and strategies beyond
technology-based controls.

The OWR is delegated to administer the National Pollutant Discharge Elimination
System (NPDES) program which is implemented by the OWR as the Rhode Island
Pollutant Discharge Elimination System, known as the RIPDES Program. This is the
backbone of the state’s water pollution control strategy, which includes developing and
enforcing permit limitations for municipal and industrial wastewaters, stormwater, and

combined sewer overflows discharged directly to the waters of the state (RIPDES
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Program) as well as industrial wastewaters discharged to municipally-owned treatment
facilities (the Pretreatment Program). The RIPDES program currently oversees permit
development and compliance for 19 major municipal and 6 major industrial discharges in
addition to over 100 minor discharges. The Pretreatment Program is necessary to prevent
industrial discharges from interfering with the operation of municipal wastewater
treatment facilities and/or causing the facility to violate its discharge limits. OWR
provides oversight of 15 approved local pretreatment programs administered by publicly
owned wastewater treatment facilities.

The Wastewater Treatment Facilities Program within the OWR consists of
operation and maintenance (O&M) and design sections. The operation and maintenance
section conducts inspections and compliance evaluations at all major and minor
municipal facilities to ensure conformance with permit requirements and issues Orders of
Approval for operation and maintenance manuals and review operation failures that result
in permit violations. Review and approvals of wastewater facility plans, engineering
reports and engineering plans and specifications for WWTF improvements, sanitary
sewer systems and marine sewage pumpout facilities are conducted by this Section. The
Wastewater Treatment Facilities Section is also responsible for issuing approvals for the
disposal, utilization, and transportation of wastewater sludge and performing inspections
to ensure that the sludge is being managed in the manner approved.

The Financial Assistance Program within the OWR consists of administering
and/or assisting in the oversight of financial assistance programs aimed at assisting
communities and others in achieving water quality protection goals. This program
encompasses a number of financial assistance programs for the construction upgrade of

wastewater collection systems and treatment facilities, including the State Revolving
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Loan Program, Non-Governmental Bond Fund Program, the Interceptor Bond Program
and the Pawtuxet River Water Quality Bond Fund Program. It will play a key role in
administering any new bond fund programs approved by voters in the fall of 2004. It
also coordinates with the R.1. Clean Water Finance Agency on its loan programs for
water pollution control and drinking water infrastructure.

The OWR Freshwater Wetlands and Groundwater Section administers the Water
Quiality Certification Program, required by Section 401 of the Clean Water Act. This
program ensures that certain types of projects; e.g. construction projects, do not adversely
impact the quality of the state’s water resources. It provides a key mechanism for

enforcing antidegradation policies embodied in the state water quality regulations.

Nonpoint Source Pollution Management Program

The RIDEM’s Nonpoint Source Pollution Management Program was established
in accordance with Section 319 of the Water Quality Act of 1987. This non-regulatory
program is administered by the OWR. This Program implements the Nonpoint Source
Management Plan with the goals of mitigating existing and preventing subsequent
nonpoint source pollution.

The Program is involved in a number of activities. In particular, over the past
year key activities have included: (1) Septic System Management; (2)Storm Water
Management and Integration with RIPDES Phase I1; (3) support of TMDLSs; and (4)
solicitation of community projects through a competitive granting process.

In 1999 the program was upgraded to enhanced benefits status and for the first

time in several years, the NPS program issued a competitive solicitation for grant
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proposals using incremental 319(h) funding (i.e., Clean Water Action Plan funding). The

competitive grant process has been repeated in each year since then.

Cost/Benefit Assessment

Rhode Island’s water resources are valued for swimming, fishing and boating, as
well as for commercial fishing and other water-related businesses. The importance and
benefits of clean water on social and economic impacts is evident. However, a true
assessment of the environmental impact, economic and social costs, and social benefits of
effective water programs is, at best, difficult to determine. This is due to the complexities
involved in quantifying the economic value of incremental improvements in water
quality. Nonetheless, some estimates of the costs and benefits of improvements in water
quality and water resources can be inferred from the projects funded by the Construction
Grants, SRF and Non Point Source Programs and the associated environmental and

economic benefits realized by the state.

Water Quality Monitoring Programs

The Office of Water Resources’ (OWR) surface water monitoring program is
designed to gather state-wide baseline data in addition to targeted monitoring
information. The data is used in establishing and reviewing the state’s water quality
standards, to measure progress toward achieving the state and federal water quality goals,
and to supply information for use in development of permit limits for wastewater
discharges and total maximum daily loads (TMDLs). Current surface water monitoring
programs include activities conducted by the OWR staff as well as monitoring carried out

by other agencies/organizations under contracts with OWR. The surface water
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monitoring program consists of targeted station sites, intensive surveys, special studies,
and volunteer monitoring programs. The Shellfish Growing Area Monitoring Program
collects samples from 17 separate shellfish growing areas and analyzes for fecal coliform.
Shoreline surveys are conducted to determine shellfish classification for the growing
areas and to locate potential and actual bacterial sources. Until September 2002, OWR
contracted with the USGS to conduct riverine monitoring at 7 stations in Rhode Island.
Through 2002, biological monitoring, utilizing artificial substrates was conducted at 6
river stations in close proximity to the USGS fixed river stations. The USEPA Rapid
Bioassessment Protocols are followed for macroinvertebrate sampling at 45 stream sites
around the state. Twenty-five of these 45 stations are also monitored for various
conventional and toxic pollutants. The OWR is involved in watershed monitoring
projects on over 30 waterbodies. These projects are in accordance with the Department's
initiation of a Watershed Approach and total maximum daily load (TMDL) development.
Surface water monitoring activities are also conducted by many Citizens Monitoring
groups. These groups supply the OWR with supplemental water quality data for

numerous rivers, lakes, ponds and estuarine waters of the state.

Public Health/Aquatic Life Concerns

Fish consumption advisories are in effect for the Woonasquatucket River below
Smithfield, Yawgoog, Wincheck, and Meadowbrook Ponds and the Quidnick Reservoir.
The Department of Health has an advisory for young children and women who are
pregnant, nursing or planning to have a baby in the coming year, to avoid consumption of

saltwater stripped bass, bluefish, swordfish and shark.
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The August 20, 2003 fish kill in Greenwich Bay resulted in the formation of the
Governor’s Narragansett Bay and Watershed Planning Commission. In addition, the
legislature established the Bay Trust Study Commission. These initiatives led to the
passage of legislation in June 2004 intended to strengthen the management of
Narragansett Bay and its watershed by formation of a Coordination Team and the RI
Monitoring Collaborative. Additionally, Governor Carcieri directed state agencies to
undertake or accelerate a number of actions to protect and restore the bay.

In May 2002 there was an improvement in the shellfish harvesting status for 19.22
acres and new restrictions were imposed on 263 acres. In May 2003 there were new
restrictions imposed on 235 acres. In May 2004, there was an improvement in the
shellfish harvesting status for 288 acres and new restrictions were imposed on 2 acres. In
2002, Conditional Area A was closed for 224 days and Conditional Area B was closed
for 111 days; Greenwich Bay was closed for 185 days and Mt. Hope/Kickamuit were
closed for 197 days. In 2003, Conditional Area A was closed for 231 days and
Conditional Area B was closed for 117 days; Greenwich Bay was closed for 174 days
and Mt. Hope/Kickamuit were closed for 184 days.

No bathing beaches were closed in Rhode Island during 2002 and 2003 due to
toxic impacts. In 2002, there were 27 beach closures totaling 103 closure days, due to
elevated levels of fecal coliform bacteria. In 2003, there were 67 closures totaling 454
closure days. This represents a 341% increase in closure days from the 2002 bathing
season. The increase in beach closure days can be attributed to a 120% increase in
significant rainfall and an increase in sampling efforts especially at areas where known

bacteria problems exist.
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There were no restrictions of surface drinking waters during 2002 and 2003 due to

water quality problems in the surface water supply.

Groundwater

Groundwater is a locally abundant and widely used resource in Rhode Island.
Approximately 26% of the state's population is supplied with drinking water from public
and private wells (Solley et al 1998). Groundwater resources are expected to meet a
substantial part of the state's future water supply needs. Groundwater quality in most
parts of the state is suitable for human consumption and other uses without treatment.
Furthermore, protection of groundwater quality is important to protect surface water
quality, since during dry periods, water in streams is derived almost entirely from
groundwater.

Rhode Island's groundwater resources are extremely vulnerable to contamination
because of the generally shallow depth to groundwater, aquifer permeability, and the
absence of any subsurface confining layers. Preventing groundwater pollution must be a
priority if the long-term quality of the State's groundwater resources is to be protected.

Over 100 different contaminants have been detected in Rhode Island
groundwater, with the most common being petroleum products, organic solvents, nitrate
and historically the pesticide aldicarb (Temik). Contaminant sources include leaking
underground fuel storage tanks, hazardous and industrial waste disposal sites, illegal or
improper waste disposal, chemical and oil spills, landfills, septic systems, road salt
storage and application practices, and fertilizer and pesticide applications. Most
groundwater contamination problems occur on a localized basis originating from a

specific source.
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The Department of Environmental Management (DEM) is continuing to
implement and refine a comprehensive groundwater protection program in response to
legislative mandates and in response to the need to prevent further degradation of the
state's valuable groundwater resources.

Below are the key findings from the 2000 review of groundwater quality in Rhode
Island:

* Groundwater in Rhode Island is generally free of pollutants, and in over 90% of
the state it is considered suitable for drinking water use and other uses without treatment.
No public wells serving community systems or non-transient non-community systems
were discontinued from service during this reporting period (July 1995 — June 1999) due
to pollution from human activities.

* The most frequently detected contaminants in public wells in RI, excluding
compounds which are naturally occurring, are MTBE, a gasoline additive, and the widely
used chemical solvents (e.g., trichloroethene, trichloroethane and tetrachloroethane).
Nitrate is also a concern as it is often detected at concentrations far above natural
background levels.

* A review of water quality data from community and non-transient non-
community public wells indicates the vast majority of wells withdraw from a clean
groundwater resource. On an annual basis, 87% to 89% of the wells had nitrate
concentrations less than 3 mg/l, with five wells slightly exceeding the standard of 10
ppm. The annual percentage of wells with sodium levels less than 20 mg/l was 79%, and
only three wells exceeded the advisory of 100 mg/l. Metals and pesticides were not

detected in groundwater in concentrations that were of concern.
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* Public well data does indicate that groundwater resources are vulnerable to
contamination by volatile organic compounds (VOCs). Between 15% and 30% of the
wells tested during this reporting period detected VOCs. However, only two non-
transient non-community water supply wells were found to be above a drinking water
standard.

* The leading cause of new groundwater contamination incidents reported to
DEM continues to be the release of petroleum products stored in underground storage

tanks.

Special State Concerns

In 2003, the Greenwich Bay fish kill and an unprecedented number of beach
closings dramatically focused public attention on the water quality conditions in
Narragansett Bay and the state’s coastal waters. It highlighted the need for continued
deliberate effort to abate the pollution sources that contribute to water quality
degradation. Restoring and protecting the Bay and its watershed remains a challenge
given both its dynamic ecosystem and the complex interaction of factors that influence
water quality conditions. Collecting sufficient data, through an adequate monitoring and
assessment program, is essential to discerning trends in water quality over time and to
allow evaluation of program effectiveness. This is essential to support an adaptive
management approach to the Bay watershed that identifies emerging environmental or
management problems and in response modifies programs to address such problems.

Since the inception of the federal CWA, Rhode Island has invested over $872
million in federal and state funds in the construction of wastewater treatment systems and

other water pollution initiatives. Despite this commitment, Rhode Island continues to
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face a large future financing need with respect to pollution control infrastructure. A
recent estimate by the Finance Panel of the Governor’s Narragansett Bay and Watershed
Planning Commission identified over a $1 billion in potential future expenses. Work to
control direct discharges, known as “point sources” needs to continue on several fronts.
First, water quality-based permits will require advanced treatment of many major
discharges, in order to reduce nutrient pollutant loadings. A nutrient reduction strategy
has been developed that is aimed at achieving a 50% reduction in nitrogen loadings to the
Upper Bay. Second, implementation of the combined sewer overflow (CSO) abatement
strategy remains a priority. This currently involves construction of Phase 1 within the
service area of the Narragansett Bay Commission (NBC) which will create underground
storage capacity and eliminate untreated CSO discharges. Additional work in Newport is
also planned. Third, the well-established programs to regulate direct discharges and
industrial pretreatment have been generally effective in reducing and controlling toxic
pollutant loadings to surface waters. However, continued vigilance and effective
enforcement within these programs is needed to ensure the long-term protection of water
quality.

In addition to controlling point sources of pollution, it is now widely recognized
that maintaining or restoring state waters to their desired condition (fishable, swimmable
or drinkable, as appropriate) requires that dispersed sources of pollution, known as “non-
point”, be abated. With a majority of the state’s major WWTFs discharging into coastal
waters, it is evident that the water quality problems identified in many watersheds are
attributable largely to non-point pollution sources. Data available to date indicate that the
most serious non-point pollution concerns with respect to surface water appear to be

septic systems, stormwater discharges and erosion. These sources have adversely
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affected both the coastal ponds region, other coastal embayments and inland freshwater
lakes and ponds, including drinking water reservoirs. The pollutants of concern are
bacteria, nutrients and sediments, respectively. Among nonpoint sources, addressing
stormwater and septic system sources continue to be priorities.

With respect to septic systems, DEM has instituted a number of reforms to the
regulatory process including soil-based siting, licensing of designers and process for
approving specific innovative and alternative technologies. Additionally, DEM has
actively supported the development of local wastewater management programs which
serve a vital role in promoting proper maintenance of ISDSs. Twenty-three of 25
targeted communities are in the process of developing or implementing local wastewater
management programs, and will have a continuing need for state technical assistance.
The state is now devising strategies to accelerate the phase out of use of the estimated
50,000-60,000 cesspools still in use across the state.

Stormwater management is another area in which the state and local governments
must work together to implement effective pollution control strategies. DEM was able to
provide grants to 36 municipalities to support development of local stormwater
management plans. These plans outline actions that will be undertaken at the local level
to comply with new stormwater permit requirements associated with implementing Phase
I1 in Rhode Island. Support for implementing the plans will be crucial to controlling and
mitigating the pollutant loadings stemming from stormwater discharges.

Legislation in 2004 created a Rl Environmental Monitoring Collaborative
(RIEMC) and mandated the development of a comprehensive monitoring strategy. DEM
has developed a draft monitoring strategy focused on surface waters, which will be

refined by the RIEMC. The significant gaps in available data will be addressed by
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employing a mix of strategies that includes fixed-site networks, a rotating basin approach,
targeted surveys and the expanded use of biological indicators. Additional investment
will be required to fully implement the strategy.

To promote restoration of water quality, DEM is continuing to focus on the
development and implementation of restoration plans, known as Total Maximum Daily
Loads (TMDLs) which characterize water pollution problems and recommend abatement
action in targeted watersheds. A total of 17 TMDLs have been approved by EPA, 24
TMDLs have been completed and submitted for EPA approval, and 61 TMDLSs are under
development. DEM is giving priority in the distribution of 319 grants to TMDL
implementation projects.

On an agency-wide basis, DEM is also promoting watershed-based approaches to
resource protection and management. The goal of working on a watershed basis is to
foster greater collaboration and coordination among all stakeholders to enhance
protection or restoration efforts. Five watershed action plans have been completed.

Seven local watershed council have been formally designated by the RI Rivers Council.
The watershed approach is also reflected in legislation creating a new Coordination
Team, comprised of state agencies, for the management of Narragansett Bay and its

watershed.
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